The third section of the book, 120 pages addressing tropical soil fertility, is largely self-contained. It comprises an overview chapter on soil fertility principles and practice, replete with the author's experiential insights concerning the role of laboratory diagnostic testing, plus chapters on three of the four macronutrients deemed by consensus to limit plant growth most often in tropical agriculture (nitrogen, phosphorus, and sulfur each receive chapter treatment but not potassium). These three macronutrient chapters give careful, up-to-date discussions of nutrient cycling issues that have major agricultural and environmental consequences, including exhaustive discussions of fertilization practices and the plant and soil response to them. Expressions of personal viewpoint are deeply blended into this section, including the author's optimistic perspective on whether global phosphorus reserves are destined to run out in the near term.
The final section, some 220 pages long, comprises four specialized chapters addressing the most prevalent agricultural systems found in the tropics: slash-and-burn agriculture, wetland rice cultivation, livestock-based systems, and agroforestry. Each of these chapters, which build on material in previous sections of the book, is abundantly illustrated and heavily documented, as well as thoroughly infused with the author's field experience. Nutrient cycling plays a central role in these chapters, along with detailed analyses of the impacts of the agricultural systems discussed on both soil properties and the tropical environment. Given the exhaustive and encyclopedic nature of these chapters, the reader may find it useful to consult the Summary and Conclusions sections as an introduction to the chapter material. It should be added that none of the chapters downplays the serious questions that have been raised over the years concerning the global environmental consequences of tropical agricultural systems; indeed, the possible alternatives to or improvements that could be made in each system are given careful attention.
In the Preface to the second edition of Properties and Management of Soils in the Tropics, which comes to us more than four decades after the first edition, the author states that "This edition encompasses both agronomy and ecology, addressing the ecosystem services that soils provide, not only food and nutrition security but also the regulation of climate, water, and nutrients, and the preservation of biodiversity. One could call this edition 'soils plus'." One could indeed do so, because this second edition is truly comprehensive and encyclopedic. But "soils plus" also reflects the fact that this book is conversational, engaging the reader unforgettably with one of the modern masters of soil science.
